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A Critical Review of Cicero’s Arguments against Divination in De Divinatione


Word Count: 2937

This essay is a critical review of Cicero’s arguments against divination in De Divinatione. De Divinatione translated from Latin to English by William Armistead Falconer is a series of two books originally written by Marcus Tullius Cicero[footnoteRef:1]. In this treatise, Marcus Cicero is said to be discussing his arguments against the use of divination with his brother Quintus Cicero. Marcus Cicero who we will be referring to as Cicero throughout this text, discusses opposing views to his brother Quintus Cicero, who we will only ever refer to as Quintus. One of the main arguments between the brothers is about dream divination which will be a core subject of discussion in this essay along with augury and astrology. In both books Marcus Cicero uses himself and his brother as characters to narrate the arguments. Book One provides arguments from the lens and defence of Quintus and Book two starting from page 377 provides the argument against divination by Marcus Cicero. [1:  William Falconer, Cicero, On Divination (De divination) (Cambridge, London: Harvard University Press, Loeb Classical Library,1923)] 


Marcus Tullius Cicero (106-43 B.C.), born in Arpinum, Southeast of Rome, was an orator, successful lawyer and leading political figure,[footnoteRef:2] this is important to note for critically reviewing both books as we will be discussing in this essay. Cicero’s interest in philosophy led him to become one of the most successful Roman orators during his time ‘My interest in philosophy is no sudden impulse...I was philosophizing when I least appeared to be doing so’.[footnoteRef:3] In Book 2 [footnoteRef:4], Marcus Cicero speaks highly of himself and how impactful he believes his philosophical ideas and works to have been to his ‘fellow-citizens’; by introducing Book 2 in this way he manages to set up a relationship with his reader before they even reach his side of the argument. Marcus Cicero also claims to be a fair writer as not to do injustice to the state, this may have been added into the introduction to create trust within his readers in the hope that he can convince them that his side is going to be more thought out and researched over his brother Quintus’s arguments in Book 1. We will be discussing this in further detail within this essay. [2:  Ibid, Introduction, 1923.]  [3:  Cicero translation by P. Walsh.Cicero: The Nature of the Gods, (Oxford, London: University Press, 1997), I, 6. p.5.]  [4:  Falconer, Cicero, On Divination. II. I-2. P.371] 


    It is interesting to also note that although Cicero argues against divination and therefore denies ‘the validity of augury’[footnoteRef:5] he himself was in fact an augur having been inspired and introduced to this form of divination by his father.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  WayneTucker, ‘Cicero, Augur, De IureAugurali’, The Classical World, 70. 3 (1976)171–77 (p.171) https://doi.org/10.2307/4348603)]  [6:  Eli Edward Burriss, ‘Cicero's Religious Unbelief’ The Classical Weekly ,17.13 (1924) 101-103, (p. 101) https://www.jstor.org/stable/30107808 ] 


   In De Divinatione, divination is defined by Marcus Cicero as being a tool that ‘the Greeks call μαντική —that is, the foresight and knowledge of future events’.[footnoteRef:7] In Book 2, Cicero also describes how the philosopher and the brothers ‘intimate friend… defines divination in these words: “The power to see, understand, and explain premonitory signs given to men by the gods.”[footnoteRef:8] Here Cicero tries to use Chrysippus’s view to support his own argument against divination, however, this actually contradicts his own apparent belief in what divination is as he seems to be unsure as to whether it is connected to the Gods at all.[footnoteRef:9] We will be discussing this and further evidence of hypocrisy within this essay. [7:  Falconer, Cicero, On Divination. 1, LCL, 154: p.223]  [8: Cicero, De Div, 2, LCL, 154: p.517	]  [9: Cicero, De Div, 1, VI. 10 p.233] 



 According to Burriss,[footnoteRef:10] Cicero was an augur and used augury as means of divination despite arguing against divination, predictive tools and connection to the Gods. While he argues against divination, he ‘had slender faith in augury’, and even though he has ‘no faith in its divine sanction and direction’ it could be argued that this is a tool for divination. Burriss also believes that Cicero’s defence for augury may have been because he believed it would ‘do good to the State’. It may also be important to note that during the time that both books were written ‘the Roman elite in the last century B.C were sceptical about divination, augury, prodigies’ and haruspicy; or at least that has been the view of most modern scholars’,[footnoteRef:11] therefore it may have been more fitting for Cicero to argue against divination and predictive tools rather than for it out of fear and perhaps the loss of credibility in his own work if people thought that he believed in divination. This also supports Cicero’s needs to defend the use of augury although being pagan, Cicero could defend his credibility and avoid religious conflicts by arguing that ‘Roman augury involved no predictive element’.[footnoteRef:12]It is also argued that Cicero does not believe that augury is necessarily a form of divination but instead a form of art. [footnoteRef:13] [10:  Eli Edward Burriss, ‘Cicero's Religious Unbelief’ The Classical Weekly ,17.13 (1924) 101-103, (p. 101) https://www.jstor.org/stable/30107808]  [11:  Mary Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse’. The Journal of Roman Studies. 76 (1986): 33–46 (p.33) https://doi.org/10.2307/300364.) ]  [12: Ibid.p.41]  [13: Cicero, De Div, 2, 74. p.455] 


          Cicero argues against other methods of divination and In Book two, Marcus Cicero uses his experience as a lawyer to fight for which methods of divination he feels are correct or useful.[footnoteRef:14] For example, while he argues for the use of augury then dismisses the accuracy of prediction via means of a Venus dice throw again calling it a matter of ‘chance’.[footnoteRef:15] Cicero continues to argue about ‘chance’ and adds to his argument with a condescending approach explaining how it is not possible for people to ‘have the power to prescribe a cure for our bodily ills through the medium of a dream’ adding how ‘Neptune cannot aid pilots through the same means’.[footnoteRef:16]Here Cicero argues that God is not able to heal, connect or guide any one through dreams  as if he was doing so then he would be wasting his time as most people don’t remember their dreams[footnoteRef:17].God’s words and work would be in vain if he was trying to contact humans via dreams which would be forgotten or ignored therefore ‘if there is no connexion between them and the laws of nature; and finally, if, by means of observation no art of divining can be found in them, it follows that absolutely no reliance can be placed in dreams’ [footnoteRef:18]Cicero also backs up his argument by including the views of philosopher, Chrysippus who – ‘says in replying to the Academicians, appearances seen when we are awake are much more distinct and trustworthy than those seen in dreams’ writing off the idea of ‘prophetic’ dreams as merely reflections of man's daytime preoccupation’.[footnoteRef:19]By introducing other characters Cicero is able to use these opinions to support his arguments just as you would use defendants in a court case. Cicero as both a lawyer and the author of these books is able to choose whose opinion and what arguments makes the final cut as ‘he puts a great deal of himself into both books’[footnoteRef:20]. It is also unclear on whether he and his brother had this discussion in the first place or whether he is just writing a piece using them both as characters to argue for and against a popular subject as Mary Beard suggests that there are ‘real views’ of Cicero and then they views of the ‘Character of Marcus’.[footnoteRef:21] As mentioned in the introduction, Cicero has ensured that his reader understand that he comes from a philosophical background and has ‘appealed as earnestly’ as he could for previous arguments on similar subject matters, making his reader believe that his arguments will be stronger. [footnoteRef:22] This could also demonstrate the relationship between them, as siblings, a child telling their side of their story to the parent before the other, but in this case Cicero speaking last trying to justify what he is about to say. As a lawyer Cicero has an answer for all of Quintus’s arguments for divination, and it may even appear that he is being dismissive or condescending of his brothers’ opinions trying to dismiss the defendant to win his case.[footnoteRef:23] Considering Cicero claims to be a very fair writer, opening Book 2 by saying ‘after serious and long continued reflection as to how I might do good to as many people as possible and thereby prevent any interruption of my service to the State, no better plan occurred to me than to conduct my fellow-citizens in the ways of the noblest learning’, it may be evident that in fact Cicero only wants to win rather than genuinely help the people of the state.[footnoteRef:24] [14: Ibid. 2. p.507]  [15: Ibid, 2. 48, p.425]  [16: Ibid, 2. 123, p.509,]  [17: Ibid,2, LX, 125]  [18: Ibid, 2.pp.511-513]  [19:  Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination’, p.33]  [20: Malcolm Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’.The Journal of Roman Studies, 76 (1986), 47-65: III. CICERO SOCRATICUS. (p.55)]  [21:  Beard, p.34]  [22:  Cicer, De Div, 2. I. p.371.]  [23:  Ibid, 2. III. P.377]  [24:  Ibid, 2. I. p.371.] 

     Cicero did not believe in dream divination as he believed that it was the brains way of trying to piece together information during sleep as the body is in a dead like state.In book 1 of De Divination, Cicero’s brother Quintus discusses precognitive dreams where many have claimed to foresee the future through whilst they’re asleep;


 Such is the rationale of prophecy by means of frenzy, and that of dreams is not much unlike it. For the revelations made to seers when awake are made to us in sleep. While we sleep and the body lies as if dead, the soul is at its best, because it is then freed from the influence of the physical senses and from the worldly cares that weigh it down. And since the soul has lived from all eternity and has had converse with numberless other souls, it sees everything that exists in nature, provided that moderation and restraint have been used in eating and in drinking, so that the soul is in a condition to watch while the body sleeps. Such is the explanation of divination by dreams. [footnoteRef:25] [25: Cicero, 1, LI,p.349.] 


In a persuasive argument for the accuracy of dream divination, Quintus attempts to explain how he believes that the body is almost in a dead state during sleep therefore allowing the subconscious mind to replay and relive scenarios and events that the physical awakened body does not understand as it is too busy trying to function for itself. Quintus agrees with Cicero in that God would be working in vain had ‘she’ (referring to the feminine ‘divina natura’, ‘mother nature’) have allowed humans to create metals and pick crops without knowing how to use them or create foods out of them, but uses Antiphon’s arguments that through dream the Gods must not be working in vain as people do receive important instructions on how we can work with the tools and circumstances and do remember through dreams and divination. [footnoteRef:26] [26:  Cicero, 1, LI,p.349.] 



    In one of Cicero’s strongest arguments, he dismisses that there is any necessary use or purpose for astrology as a predictive tool for divination[footnoteRef:27]; Cicero states that ‘the fact that men who were born at the very same instant, are unlike in character, career, and in destiny, makes it very clear that the time of birth has nothing to do in determining man's course in life’. [footnoteRef:28]Cicero argues that twins are proof that astrology isn’t a useful or accurate tool for future telling as they do not have the same events happen to them. Cicero also comments on the fact that acts of war or such times where many people lose their lives, specifically those who lost their lives or loved ones during the battle of Cannae occur to people with completely different birth dates and charts. Cicero argues against astrology stating ‘the fact that men who were born at the same very instant, are unlike in character, career, and in destiny, makes it very clear that the time of birth has nothing to do in determining man’s course in life’, and therefore astrology could not be accurate.[footnoteRef:29]  These arguments are fair if ones course of life should be determined by their date or birth however, twins are never born at the exact same minute. [footnoteRef:30] [27:  Cicero, 2, 95. p.479.]  [28:  Cicero, 2, 95. p.479.]  [29:  Cicero, 2, 95. p.479.]  [30:  Carl. H. Webber,  Astrology in a Nutshell. (United States: Health Research Books, 1996).p.61] 



    It is argued that people cannot predict the future or if they can then they would be simply ignorant to their own future by not avoiding tragedy and their own death.[footnoteRef:31] It has been claimed that Cicero had previously changed his opinions on divination as he spoke about its use and frequently discussed religion.[footnoteRef:32]In Cicero for and against Divination, Schofield states how ‘no area of religion was more written about in late Republican Rome than divination’[footnoteRef:33] which could be why Cicero found such success in conjoining his views and opinions on religion and divination with his inner lawyer urges to convince the people and win his case. With divination and religion appearing to be a niche and perhaps popular subject for discussion, Cicero may have found himself being successful and attracting an audience due to people wanting to learn more as they were unsure themselves due to the lack of information at that time. Cicero believed that it wasn’t possible to foresee the future and therefore using divination as a means of fortune telling wasn’t necessary arguing ‘if there is no place for divination in things perceived by the senses, or in those included among the arts, or in those discussed by philosophers, or in those which have to do with government, I see absolutely no need for it anywhere’. [footnoteRef:34]Of course it is not clear whether Cicero is writing his views based on his own opinions, or whether he uses himself and his brother Quintus as characters to navigate the argument.  [31: Cicero, 2 , 23-24. pp.395-397.]  [32: Robert Goar. ‘The Purpose of De Divinatione’. Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association99. (1968) 241-248. https://doi.org/10.2307/2935842.) p.246]  [33:  Schofield. p.49]  [34:  Cicero, 2. 12. p.383.] 



Cicero is not always clear on whether he believes in connecting to the God’s through means of divination as he regularly uses double negatives to argue his point [footnoteRef:35]. According to Cicero, God’s do not necessarily have to be connected to divination but the double negatives that he uses could lead the viewer to believe that he does think that both are connected. This could also be a manipulative way to confuse those who he is arguing against so that they don’t realise that he is in fact neither disagreeing nor agreeing with them.[footnoteRef:36]This again emphasises his experience as a successful orator and lawyer trying not to commit to a point in-case, he wants to change his opinion again in the future, which he has evidently done before. Heibges views Cicero’s work as a way of trying to manipulate and control the opinions of others and does not believe in the sincerity of Cicero’s views and arguments on religion and Divination, referring to Cicero as a hypocrite, writing ‘Cicero, a hypocrite in religion’. [footnoteRef:37] Not only could Cicero be seen as a hypocrite but he also could appear slightly narcissistic in trying to make the author believe in his side more than his brothers by writing replies from Quintus such as ‘but what authority or what witness can I better employ than yourself’[footnoteRef:38]. Making himself appear more wiser and heroic in the story. Others argue that Cicero spoke like a true lawyer who just wanted to win any discussion up for debate as being an augur it is evident that he himself used divination.[footnoteRef:39] ‘he was the first to admit that he was willing to sacrifice the truth in order to achieve a particular goal’[footnoteRef:40]; this could also be the reason for why there seem to be more arguments against the necessary use for divination in the treatise. Both books are written by Marcus Cicero himself and therefore he is able to include only what he wants to include in order to win his side of the arguments[footnoteRef:41]. It is also important to note that it is unclear on whether Cicero is using himself and his brother purely as almost fictional characters as a means of arguing for and against divination or whether he has written it directly from a conversation that they had. The evidence suggests that Cicero may have changed his mind over time on how he saw divination used as a tool to foresee the future, however it could be agreed that Cicero was very successful at debates in court, and therefore these books may have nothing to do with his true beliefs on divination at all; they may in actual fact be a sibling discussion where one simply wants to win against his brother regardless of his true beliefs of Divination.[footnoteRef:42] [35: Ibid 2, pp.415-417]  [36: Cicero, 1, VI. 10. p.233]  [37: U. Heibges, ‘Cicero, A Hypocrite in Religion?’AJP. 90 (1969) 304-312.]  [38:  Cicero, 1. XI. 17. P.243]  [39: Goar p.246.]  [40: U. Heibges, ‘Cicero, A Hypocrite in Religion?’ AJP. 90 (1969) 304-312. (p.304)]  [41: Schofield, III. CICERO SOCRATICUS, p.55]  [42: Ibid. p.49] 


     It could appear that by using Quintus’s arguments in Book 1, Marucs Cicero’s arguments would fall stronger on the reader being argued lastly in Book 2. The books are written by Cicero himself and so it could be argued that any relevant and strong arguments made by his brother may not have made it into the texts as the books could have been formed around Cicero’s personal beliefs and with the outcome that he desired rather than presenting a fair argument. Marcus Cicero as an Orator has managed to neutralise the arguments between himself and his brother by not making clear statements of fact for example ‘If there are gods, there is divination; but there are gods, therefore there is divination’ and ‘if there is no divination, there are no gods’[footnoteRef:43].By doing this he allows Quintus to be manipulated and possibly confused, and then tries to argue around the topics.  [43:  Cicero 2, pp.415-417
] 

Cicero tries to support his arguments against divination throughout by saying that such events that are predicted happen by chance; ‘chance does exist, therefore there is no foreknowledge of things that happen by chance.’[footnoteRef:44] Marcus Cicero’s views and opinions about what is considered to be divination, and what is not is very fickle; for example he argues that augury it not a form of divination but an art[footnoteRef:45], simply because it is a practise that he enjoys, however other forms such as dreams or astrology is considered to be divination therefore unnecessary and inappropriate[footnoteRef:46]. Marcus is able to always remain right and practise only the forms that he feels are correct rather than being open to the views and opinions of others. [44:  Ibid, 2. 18, VII.  p391.]  [45:  Cicero, De Div, 2, 74. p.455]  [46:  Cicero, 2, 95. p.479.] 


    It would have been important for both brothers to argue their sides and for there to be a neutral grounds or writer between them. This way one would not have more of a persuasive privilege over the reader than the other. With Cicero being the author and also using himself as a protagonist, there does not seem to be a fair point of view as a conclusion. Cicero pretends that he has pleasure in listening to his brothers opinions on divination [footnoteRef:47]but it does not appear to be the case. It is evident that Cicero is writing in favour of his own argument, trying to persuade the viewers that he is wiser than his brother, and even Quintus believes this to be so.[footnoteRef:48]  [47:  Cicero, 1. 11. P.235]  [48:  Cicero, 1. XI. 17. P.243	] 
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